Comparative analysis of Xenopus VegT, the meso-endodermal determinant, identifies an unusual conserved sequence.
The transcription factor, VegT, is the meso-endodermal determinant in Xenopus laevis. We examined VegT orthologs from several anuran amphibians and the urodele amphibian, the Mexican axolotl. In addition to the conserved T-box, the DNA-binding domain, the orthologs share a conserved 57 amino acid domain at the C-terminal. Most striking is a 17-nucleotide (nt) sequence near the 3' end of the open reading frame. The 17 nts are absolutely conserved among the anurans, whose last common ancestor lived 200 million years ago. As an initial test of the function of the 17 nts, 27 or 49 amino acids, which include the six amino acids coded by the 17 (+1) nts, were deleted from the C-terminal of VegT. These truncated VegT's retained some transcriptional activity, indicating that the 17 nts are not absolutely required for this function. The function of the highly conserved 17 nts is unknown. Two possibilities are that the conserved 17 nts interact with the cytoskeleton or that they are a target for regulation by a microRNA.